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Master Builders in the Insect ‘World

By N. P. D.

ADBRE, the French naturalist, died
several years ago, more than 90
years old, and bis eyes “very lired,” as he
said. But his vast epic of the insect
world was complete before he died, and is
now nearing completion in the English
edition, translated by Alexander Teixeira
de Mattos. The Mason-Wasps is Volume
IX. of the ten volumes of the Somwvenirs

pmiomologiques, and i3 Lhe second volume
on waspd. There is nothing more fasei-
nating in fiction than these tales of Fabre
telling of the wild orgies of amorousness
and murder and eannibalism that go on at
night in the sleeping fields and the dusty
fallows; lales that once read are forever

remembered, and give new and dire sig-
nificance, and add romance (oo, to each
distinet note in the great outdoor sym-
phony of a warm summer night.

Women, it would seem, shcald espe-
cially enjoy reading Fabre, sinee in the
inseet life he deseribes the female of the
species is almost always more deadly than
the male, is generally twice as big as the
male, rocks the eradie, rules the home,
bunts the food for the inseet Baby Bunt-
ings, and even defermines the sex of the
offspring ; and, in fact, when the offspring
is once assured, generally has no more use
for the male, and the spider at last serves
the poor bridegroom up at his own wed-
ding feast; whereas the Praying Mantis,
the hypoeritical little eannibal that poses
as a pun—well, her habits are loo repre-
be asible and immoral for words!
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The passionate desire of humans
throughout the ages to determine sex
(until more reeent years when young la-
dies embarrass the men by offering for
sale “birth eontrol” reviews on the street
ecorners) is the marvellous prerogative of
the mason wasps, as well as of some bees,
who make the sex conform to the size of
the eradle. As a peneral rule, the fe-
males are larger and need more room and
more nounshment. Therefore instead of
cruelly lopping off ber offspring as Pro-
erustes his wvictims o fit the bed, the
mason wasp lays cither a male egg or a
female egg as shie plenses—males for the
shallow cells and females for the deep
eells.

How does she do it? That is a ques.
tion Fabre does not presume to answer.
Like the artist who paints what be sees, he
tells what he sees. He reports the resulls
of his own observations. In his younnger
days, when he had a great longing for
books, he says, he could not get them;
when he might have had them be no longer
wanted them. Ile did nol elaim to know
much aboul modern scientifie views. Es-
pecially, and this was long before the
war, be had no use for the German seien-
tists. Quoting a German on this optional
assessment of sex nmong the bees and the
wasps, he said: “Coming from Germany,
this theory eannol but inspire me with
profound distrust.” He disagmed, of
ecourse, with his “learned friend Erasmuos
Darwin,” over their gpposing theories of
instinet nnd intellizenes in the animal
world, and returns to the argument in this
volume, as in its predecessors,

He gives an example of the almost
idiotic instinet of the mason wasp, similar
to that of the mason bee, or of the ecles
brated maternal instinet of the Lyveosa
spider, which lovingly and with seeming
intelligence exposes its little sac of eges
to the vivifving sun, turning and tuming
again, only to do the same with a substi-
tuted pellet of paper. The mason bee i
accustomed to building, vietualling, laving
the egg and closing the cell in a reguiar
order of rotation; so that if a finished
home is put in the place of a partially
completed home it will go on building just
the same. If she is masoning, she keeps
on masauning; if she 15 storing, she keepa

until she has stored or trowelled the usual

‘amount.

The mason wasp is similiarly exposed

by Fabre, by removing the eggs and the

living provender of spiders from the bot-
tom of the eell. What does the mason
wasp do?

“The Pelopm®us goes on storing spiders
for an egg that has been removed; she
perseveres in making hunting trips that
are henceforth useless; she hoards victuals
that are destined to nourish nothing; she
multiplies her battues to fill with game a
larder which is forthwith emptied by my
tweezers; lastly, she closes with every
customary care-a cell that no longer con-
tains anything whatever: she sets her seal
on emptiness. She does even absurder
things: she plasters the site of her van-
ished nest, covering an imaginary stroe-
ture and putting & roof to 4 house which
at the moment is tucked away in my
pocket.”
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Constrained by the “inexorable logic of
the facts,” Fabre savs he is compelled to
state the following deductions:

“The insect is neither free nor eonscions
in its industry, which in ils case is an ex-
ternal function with phases regulated al-
most as strietly as the phases of an in-
ternal funetion, such as digestion. It
builds, weaves, hunts, stabs and paralyzes,
even as it digests, even as it secretes the
poison of its sting, the silk of its eocoon
or the wax of its comhs, always without
the least understanding of the means or

mdmundﬁsewholeoﬂmloae‘polllnd-

finish with a neck as graceful as an Etrus-
can vase. Observing the home building of
the mason wasps, Fabre is almost willing
to admit that these insects have & knowl-
edge of msthetics,

The Mason-Wasps is as interesting as
the eight volumes that have preceded it
and the one that will come after. Like the
other volumes also il is as interesting for
the glimpses it gives of Fabre himself and
his Provencal home at Serignan, as for
the entomological lore, We reeall a picture
of him in one of the previous volumes sit-
ting all day long by the roadside, observ-
ing a single spot so intently that the
peasant women, having observed him
in the morning, returning from their
work at night and seeing the old man sit-
ting in the same place and looking at the
same spot wounld say “Poor innocent
(idiot), but harmless"—and cross them-
selves as they procceded on 2hnr way.
In this volome, Fabre. knecllng in the
hiot and dusty road, represents his dog

house, but the abode of a goblin or a fairy.

not make a child believe otherwise,
not.

have no use for a cheerless, stupid fact.

Yes, a seeret!

task laden, can never enter.

their newer souls that see things truly.

Delight—to recapture the mood of the child.

on storing. Nothing will induce
lay aside the pollen brush or the trowel
the end. It is ignorant of its wanderful
talents, just as the stomach is jgnorant
of its skilful chemistry.
does not reach it;
n glimmer in the darkness of its uncon-
seivusness.  Its art, perfect in its spe-
cialty, but inept in the face of the slight-
est new difficalty, is handed down immu-
tably, as the art of the suetion pump is
hunded down to the babe at the breast.”
The hunling wasp may hkave had a dis-
tinguished talent for surgery
wielding the lancel, as we learned in the
preceding volume, but compared with the
architeetural genius of the mason wasp
(which puts our skyseraper wizards to
shame) he is a miner, or navvy, as Fabre
says, and his home is a hole in the ground
as conirasted with the towered and tur-
reted mansion of the other
wasps use the pick for loosening the erow-
har for shifting, the rake for extracting
materials, but never the trowel for layving.
The Eumencs, on the contrary, are real
masons and artists, who buidd their houses
bit hy bit with earefully selected stones
and mortar made out of dust

Order from wour men
Hipokselier or of
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fired to write a mpph-mmmry sl.udy
about the hunting wasps; which received’

homorable mention from. the Institute of

France and a prize for experimental
physiology, and best of all a letter from
the “revercd master” himself. “Even
now,” he wrote in his old age, “at that
sacred recollection my old eyes fill with
happy tears. O fair days of illnsion, of
faith in the future, where are you now?"”

Fabre did his work alone, unaided ex-
cept by his family, and for many years
unrecognized, living in his remote Pro-
venenl -home. Im conducting his entomo-
logical studies he had few of the modern
luboratory and seientific aids to investi-
gation. Yet he has told the story of the
insect world more elearly, more complete-
ly, and assuredly more thrillingly, than
it has been told before. His life and his
work are equally inspiring, and these
monumental Sowvemirs entomologiques
must be reckonzd among the master works
of our time.
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